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INTRODUCTION 
 
The broad aim of this paper is to examine and comment on the development of public private 
partnerships (ppp) in an international context, concluding with suggestions for further 
research. The first section offers some working definitions. Section two reflects my attempt to 
provide a first, broad answer to my initial research question, what is the prevalence of such 
partnerships, taking a historical perspective. Section three focuses on the questions of what 
are the expectations of government and business in regard to ppp and what is their 
prevalence in more recent times. The final section highlights some of the findings of this 
initial research survey and suggests types of research questions that could be addressed. 
 
Definitions 
 
In a paper that focuses upon public-private partnerships it is important to indicate the ways in 
which these oft-abused terms are defined. My starting point is that there is no clear 
distinction between the public and private realms, with any definition being largely arbitrary or 
designed to meet the particular needs of the authors in question. A case in point is the status 
of political parties. These are private organisations in the sense that in liberal democracies 
they are created by private persons, but they have a range of public and private purposes, 
most of which are political in nature. The following definitions are subject to these limitations 
and are intended to provide a sense of direction, rather than pretending to be definitive. 
 
The terms public, public sector and state I tend to use interchangeably, referring to that set of 
institutions which exercise legitimate authority over populations, for the most part within a 
given geographical area.  
 
The term private or private sector refers to all institutions other than those of the state, as 
defined above. 
 
The term business refers to organisations the major aim of which is to generate profits for 
their owners. The owners may be private individuals or, in the sense defined above, a state 
agency (a public or state enterprise), or a combination of both. In the countries with which we 
are concerned private individuals own most businesses, with a declining incidence of state 
enterprise.  
 
Non-profit organisations have a variety of objectives but tend to be characterised more by 
altruistic concerns and less by profits. This places them closer to the public than business 
organisations in terms of their motives, although they do not exercise legitimate authority 
over populations, other than as agreed to by their members or as delegated to them by a 
state agency (Mason 1996; Jeavons 1993; Paton 1996). 
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Partnerships are defined as cooperative ventures that rely upon agreement between actors 
in return for some positive outcome for each participant, which could be some broad 
economic or social goal, narrower, profit-related goal, or even the potential for ongoing 
synergy.  
 
Hence, public-private partnerships are agreed, cooperative ventures that involve at least one 
public and one private sector institution as partners. This definition is broad enough to 
encompass a very wide diversity in the types of partnerships and the circumstances in which 
they arise. It can include the loose network of consultative relationships that exist between a 
government department and a range of peak business associations, as well as partnerships 
in the narrower, legal sense.  
 
There is a very wide range of types of partnership, with the most common types falling into 
one or more of the following broad categories: 
 
(1) Consultative, Policy Development and Planning Partnerships 
(2) Contractual relationships involving procurement, operations and management. 
(3) Joint ventures involving both public and private equity. 
(4) Public financial support for private organisations, both business and not for profit, for 
example, loans, insurance, grants. 
(5) Multi-function partnerships involving two or more of the above. 
 
NB What is most uncommon - indeed I have not been able to identify any - are examples of 
public-private ventures established in the legal form of a partnership!  
 
 
What has been the prevalence of public-private partnerships? 
 
Pre-1914 Australia: Partnership unquestioned? 
 
In the sense defined above and in regard to the five types of partnership listed above, it is 
difficult to conceive of a time or context in which there were not public-private partnerships in 
the broadest sense of that phrase, though some have been less common. It was not 
common, for example for nineteenth century private business firms in Australia to undertake 
operational or management functions for the colonial governments, though it was not 
unknown at the local government level. Such examples of contracting out however, did grow 
rapidly in the twentieth century.  
 
Indeed, it is not too fanciful to conceive of the relationship between the state and the public 
as, in some respects, a complex, dynamic, public private partnership between those who 
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govern and those who are governed. This would apply to democracies, where it is possible 
for the individual to ‘agree’ to being governed.  In Australia, for example, there has always 
been a strong, if variable commitment to broadly liberal notions of market freedom, 
competition and managerial prerogatives. While this might imply a ‘hands-off’, role for the 
state and an absence of ppp in the broadest sense, this was not the case. Rather, the 
Australian state played a very active, interventionist role in society and the economy, though 
this began to change quite rapidly in the 1980s. The state in Australia, argues Pusey, 
 
…was not excluded from the private economy but rather joined it in a relationship 
of strong partnership (Pusey 1988: 30). 
 
Historically, Australian business often welcomed, even demanded that government play a 
more activist, interventionist role, either acting on its own initiative, through its own agencies, 
or in partnership with business. A number of factors stimulated this ‘colonial socialism’, 
particularly the widespread feeling that the achievement of economic development as a 
broad goal was slowed by Australia’s particular physical conditions, low density of population 
and distance from major markets. The solution to this problem frequently chosen by 
conservative governments, was to use the greater resources of the state to overcome the 
perceived barriers to economic development (Butlin, Barnard and Pincus, 1982). 
 
The aim was not to displace private business, for it was accompanied by a clear expectation 
that, for example, the physical development of the economic infrastructure would involve the 
private sector, with the bulk of the work contracted out to individual businesses. In practice 
the situation became more complex as in several areas the private sector not only lacked the 
financial resources for large-scale infrastructure development, it often lacked necessary 
organisational and technical capacities. This was most obvious in regard to the development 
of railways, where colonial governments frequently had to develop their own, ‘in-house’, 
organisational and technical capacities to develop railways at the desired rates (Carroll 
1995). 
 
In the early part of the twentieth century, different coalitions of liberal and labour affiliated 
groups introduced a wide range of welfare, labour and citizen legislation at federal and state 
levels (Castles 1985). In particular, a coalition of urban, industrial business interests and 
labour interests combined to establish a web of tariff, arbitration and general regulatory 
controls to ‘protect’ the Australian economy from international competition (Castles 1988, 
Capling and Galligan 1992, Glezer 1982). 
 
This notably expanded the role of government and was accompanied by a wider and 
sometimes conflicting range of expectations as to the validity of that expanded role, notably 
with the rise of the Australian Labor Party. 
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Australia 1900-1980: A relative decline in partnership? 
 
The twentieth century saw a rapid expansion of the public sector, in Australia and elsewhere, 
both in terms of numbers of employees and in terms of the range of functions performed - the 
growth of the Welfare state. In part this was a continuation of already established trends, in 
part the outcome of the impact of ALP ideology and policy, in part a consequence of the 
need to harness national resources in the face of two world wars. Whatever the role and 
importance of these factors, the outcome for ppp is interesting: a decline in the range and 
extent of public-private partnerships as the state developed the capacity, resources and will 
to undertake tasks previously performed in cooperation with non-state actors. I do not wish to 
push this argument to extremes. Clearly, a very wide range of ppp still existed, of all types. 
What had changed was the belief and confidence of public sector agencies. In particular, 
there was a relatively unquestioned belief in the use of public sector agencies to perform 
tasks that could have been performed by the private or not-for-profit sectors, or by one of the 
many forms of ppp. This situation was not to last. 
 
The stagflation of the 1970s and early 1980s, combined with budget cut-backs and their 
impact on local, regional and national economies in the major OECD countries, spurred a 
search for new or revived policy options to deal with these issues, including partnerships with 
business and voluntary groups (Walzer and Jacobs 1998). In essence, the 1950s and 1960s 
had been years of budgetary expansion, combined with the unquestioned belief in the 
capacity of the state to cope with a wide range of economic and social issues. Public-private 
partnerships existed but had a markedly lower profile than came to be the case. The 
stagflation of the 1970s and 1980s, brought increasing demands for policy solutions, at a 
time when the capacity of the state, unaided, to meet those demands, was falling.  
 
Business, at least large business, was well aware of this situation and of the increasingly 
competitive nature of local, regional and national government efforts to stimulate their 
economies, particularly as regards employment creation. In this economic context 
businesses could gain significant concessions from governments in a variety of areas, such 
as free services, low interest rate loans and local tax concessions. The packages of 
concessions typically were presented as major efforts to promote local economic 
development in partnership with business (Walzer and Jacobs 1998, Walzer and York 1998). 
 
The realisation that such competition could be costly, in turn, stimulated local, regional and 
national governments to refocus their efforts and attempt to reinvigorate existing businesses 
and to encourage new business start-ups. In the United Kingdom this took the form, for 
example, of a series of new Government Offices for the Regions, providing a range of 
assistance measures under the Single Regeneration Budget and related European Union 
funds, targeted at economically depressed areas (Mawson, J, Spencer, K, 1997). 
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The efforts of public officials to attract and reinvigorate their local or national economies 
necessarily involved them, to varying extents, in a range of entrepreneurial activities with 
which most were unfamiliar. In particular, their activities increasingly involved widespread 
networking and the development of a range of public-private partnerships. 
 
It is likely that public officials would have undertaken such efforts even without any major 
policy shifts or changes in ideology. However, their efforts were legitimised by the increasing 
influence of the proponents of supply-side economics and policy prescriptions that emerged 
out of that school of thought. This, combined with the coming to power of Presidents Carter 
and Reagan in the USA and Prime Minister Thatcher in the UK (Colman 1989, provides a 
good summary of the US situation in the 1970s and 1980s) strongly encouraged 
governments at all levels not only to privatise but to look to the private sector as a role model 
and potential partner. 
 
The result has been a dramatic growth in the development of a very wide range of public 
private partnerships and public policy in regard to such partnerships. As a crude measure of 
their extent and importance, a search through GOVBOT, the US federal government’s 
database of web sites using the words ‘public private partnership’ resulted in 8,830 hits. A 
similar search through the UK government’s CCTA Government Information Service resulted 
in over 1,000 documents being identified. Influential national lobby groups promoting public 
private partnerships have been established in the USA (The National Council for Public 
Private Partnerships, the successor to The Privatization Council, established in 1985) and 
Canada (The Canadian Council for Public-Private Partnerships). 
 
 
What the current prevalence of ppp and what are the expectations of this form? 
 
It is difficult to generalise with any degree of accuracy regarding expectations and prevalence 
in this area. Expectations, for example, vary from state to state, over time within each state 
(particularly where that involves changes of the political parties in government), from agency 
to agency within the state and from level to level of the state. However, a few general 
observations can be made. The first, in regard to prevalence, is that, as described above, 
there has always been a substantial extent of public-private partnership in twentieth century 
OECD governments, indicating that, at least in the areas of the partnerships expectations are 
positive. Even in the USA, that bastion of free enterprise, partnerships have long been a 
feature of government, usually encouraged by the state, from the local, to state government 
and national levels, as described by Colman (1989).  
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The second is that there has been a rapid growth in the number and type of partnerships 
since the 1970s, especially during the 1980s and 1990s (Colman 1989, Walzer and Jacobs 
1998). It has been most obvious in countries that have experienced conservative 
governments characterised by their antipathy to the expansion of the welfare state since 
1945 and an accompanying commitment to privatisation, contracting-out and regulatory 
reform. The governments of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher are the most obvious 
examples but it is difficult to think of an OECD member that has not been marked to some 
extent by these characteristics, even when governments of the left were in office. In 
Australia, for example, it was the Australian Labor government that introduced the notion of 
partnerships for the encouragement of growth in the information technology sector, with an 
emphasis upon export development (Department of Industry, Science and Technology 
1995). While specific expectations have varied, their growing use clearly indicated beliefs 
that there were advantages to be gained from such partnerships.  
 
A third trend has been an increase in the types of partnerships created, sometimes to avoid 
legislative constraints, sometimes on a pragmatic basis in the attempt to ensure that the 
most appropriate organisational form was adapted (Colman 1989, Jacobs 1998). In the UK, 
for example, there has been a tendency for local authorities to make increasing use of the 
legal form of companies for their public-private partnerships (Coopers and Lybrand 1997).  
 
A fourth trend has been the distinct increase in partnerships at the local and regional, rather 
than national levels, though often initiated and funded by national governments. Their major 
purpose has been to stimulate or reinvigorate local economic development and a rich 
literature addressing partnerships at this level has grown up (see, for example, Andersen and 
Eliassen 1993, Goetz and Clarke 1993, Sudarskis and Edwards 1993, Harding, Dawson, 
Evans, Parkinson 1994, Leonardi 1995, Middlemas, Crowe, Peucker, Algieri, Badiello, 
Ballester, Griffiths 1995, Walzer and Jacobs 1998, to name only a few). 
 
In other words the expectations of the state generally have been positive, with a variety of 
policy developments aimed, at least in part, at providing wider opportunities for the 
development of partnerships. In the earlier years of the Reagan and Thatcher regimes the 
emphasis was, at least as portrayed by the media, on providing opportunities for the private, 
particularly business, sector to undertake work traditionally performed by a public sector 
agency. This was the case most dramatically in the UK as the large-scale privatisation of the 
1980s took place. More recently, as evidenced by the Blair government’s ‘Third Way’, there 
has been less of a tendency to regard the private sector as the saviour of society’s economic 
and social interests and the development of a view that attempts, at least on the surface, to 
encourage the use of whatever sector, public or private, or both, is appropriate, or provides 
best value for money (VFM).  
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However, while expectations have been positive, they have not, for the most part, been 
naïve, usually being tempered with the realisation that ppp are not appropriate in all 
situations for all purposes. The Private Finance Initiative (PFI), in the UK, for example, while 
strongly encouraging an expanded use of the private sector in the delivery of public services, 
applied very strict tests governing its use (Hall 1998). In this context it is interesting to note 
that while the Blair government commissioned a review of the PFI, it accepted the review’s 
recommendations for the retention of PFI, relaxed its requirements in regard to the use of 
private funds and, in the terms of reference for its Comprehensive Spending Review, called 
for government departments to examine the scope for greater use of public-private 
partnerships in the delivery of public services (Hall 1998: 1). 
 
There have been few systematic, empirical studies of the expectations or motives of public 
servants in regard to partnerships, though the literature is growing. A recent UK study found 
that: 
 
…that the driving force for … partnership with the private sector had been the 
desire to secure European and central government funding. Interviewees listed 
several reasons for promoting private sector involvement: a sense that you 
cannot succeed in economic development without the active participation of the 
private sector; to allow the public sector to concentrate on its role as enabler, 
rather than service provider; to bring in investment; to influence public sector 
policy, and to bring in an outside view (Department for Education and 
Employment 1997). 
 
Given the growth in the use of public-private partnerships in key OECD countries such as the 
USA and the UK, it is not surprising that a similar, if somewhat later enthusiasm for their use 
appears in major, international, inter-governmental organisations. In the UNO, for example, 
the notion of partnerships for development is well entrenched, with an increasing emphasis 
on the importance of the development role of the private sector in partnership with the state 
and aid agencies. In 1994, in responding to the recommendations of the Rio Earth Summit 
on public-private collaboration, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the 
Business Council for Sustainable Development (BCSD) initiated Public-Private Partnerships 
for the Urban Environment. This global programme to promote public-private partnerships in 
support of sustainable development goals became operational later that year when UNDP 
and the not-for-profit Swiss association Sustainable Project Management (SPM, an offshoot 
of BCSD) joined forces (UNDP 1997).  
 
As early as 1982 the OECD Council authorised a new Programme of Co-operation and 
Action concentrating on local employment initiatives (ILEs), with the objective of promoting 
the exchange of experience and information on the development of local employment and 
enterprise. It later published a text that containing a series of case studies based on 
experiences from the programme, noting that job creation in OECD countries until the 1970s 
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tended to be a matter for central governments alone, with the private and voluntary sectors 
rarely directly involved in economic development (OECD 1993). As the authors note, this 
changed in the 1980s as high levels of unemployment persisted and spread. In response to 
increasing pressures from their local communities and from central governments, local 
authorities, private and voluntary agencies and the business community sought new ways to 
promote economic and social development.  
 
They quickly realised that it was essential to work in partnerships with one 
another, if their efforts were to mobilise maximum resources and make a 
substantial impact.’ It was a trend strengthened by political and administrative 
decentralisation (OECD 1993: 7). 
 
The European Union similarly now places considerable emphasis upon the use of public-
private partnerships. Neil Kinnock, for example, the EU Commissioner, has noted that, 
 
As far as large infrastructure projects are concerned, the Commission is looking 
into the ways that it can encourage private/public partnerships as it was asked 
last December by the European Council at Essen (Kinnock 1995: 5).  
 
In summary, the expectations of major, international, inter-governmental organisations in 
regard to public private partnerships have been growing and, for the most part, have been 
positive.  
 
As noted above, the more recent growth in ppp developed at the local level, notably in the 
USA (Walzer and York 1989: 52). There has been a long history of government-business 
partnerships in the USA, if not always favourably regarded (Colman 1989: 173-4). This trend 
was accelerated in the 1950s and 1960s, stimulated by federal government programmes 
regarding slum clearance, urban renewal and economic development legislation for 
depressed regions. Perhaps most significant was the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and 
its War on Poverty, built around local community action agencies. While non-profit bodies 
were the driving force on these latter bodies, local businesses and business organisations 
were often represented.  
 
1977-87 saw a sharply increasing emphasis upon the private sector in policy development 
and implementation by the Carter and Reagan administrations, resulting in an expansion of 
old and an increase in new partnerships (Colman 1989: 177). Influential reports, such as 
‘Building Partnerships’, released by the President’s Task Force on Private Sector 
Initiatives,1982, recommended that business firms double their level of cash contributions to 
non profit organisations engaged in public service, double their level of involvement in 
community service activities and that they  
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…commit themselves to active involvement in the development and 
enhancement of partnerships between the private and public sectors in their 
communities’(Colman 1989: 177).  
 
In 1984 the National Governors’ Association adopted a policy emphasising the role of state 
governments in international trade and proposed federal-state partnership actions to educate 
the public about the importance of world trade to economic well being and to deliver 
commercial services and counselling to individual firms entering international markets. In 
1987 the National Governors’ Association enunciated a set of goals in ‘Education for 
Economic Growth’, consisting of eight goals, the second being, 
 
Creation of broad and effective partnerships among business, labor, and the 
education professions, including business partnerships with individual schools’. 
This followed a similar proposal by the National Science Board in 1983 (Colman 
1989: 195-99). 
 
While some of the partnership programmes initiated by the Carter administration were 
terminated under President Reagan, President Clinton has re-emphasised the role of public-
private partnerships at the local level, with his empowerment zone and enterprise community 
program, relying primarily on tax credits and reallocated program funds (Clarke 1998). 
 
The development of partnerships at the local and regional levels also has been noticeable in 
the UK (Jacobs 1998). As in the US, they have been used primarily for local economic 
development purposes, with an emphasis upon urban regeneration. In 1994, for example, 
the Single Regeneration Budget required active, three way partnerships between public 
authorities, businesses and local communities in urban regeneration. More recently, the Blair 
government announced its intention to make partnerships a key feature of its plans for 
regional government in the UK (House of Commons Library 1998). 
 
Not all local and regional governments are unreservedly enthusiastic about the development 
of public private partnerships. However, as Walzer and York conclude in one of the few 
attempts to quantitatively measure the growth and importance of partnerships at the local 
level: 
 
 80% of US local officials surveyed reported partnerships as important or very 
important to their local economic development initiatives. 
 60% reported that the number of partnerships had increased in the 1989-94 period, 
with an average city in the sample with a population of 25,000 or more reporting an 
average of 28 partnerships. 
 
Most officials reported a high degree of satisfaction with their partnerships and consider a 
high percentage of them to have been successful, providing a reasonable return to the city 
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(Walzer and York 1998: 66). These findings are mirrored in the UK, where a survey of 
partnerships engaged in by local governments undertaken by Newchurch and Company Ltd., 
found that  
 
Local authorities recognise the value of involving the business community in 
developing and implementing policy, although some consider the benefits of 
consultation to be outweighed by the process involved (Newchurch and Company 
Ltd 1997). 
 
An indication of the high expectations and growing use of partnerships in the UK was the 
1996 establishment of ‘The Public Private Partnerships Programme Ltd.’. Set up by the Local 
Authority Associations in England and Wales, with support from all the major political parties, 
its aim is to deliver greater investment in local services through partnerships between the 
public and private sectors. More specifically it lobbies government for changes to the 
regulations that hinder the development of PFI and other forms of partnership with the private 
sector and helps identify and assist in delivering existing and new council pathfinder projects. 
Its efforts, in part, resulted in the UK government’s introduction of the 1997, ‘Local 
Government (Contracts) Bill’ (Department of the Environment 1997). 
 
The local government lobbying that resulted in the above Bill is instructive, for it clearly 
indicated that while local governments were positive in regard to the value of partnerships, 
they were aware of the difficulties, especially the legal difficulties associated with 
partnerships. In particular, they were uncertain as to the legal standing of partnership-type 
contracts entered into with private bodies, an uncertainty which was removed with the 
introduction of the Bill (Department of the Environment 1997). 
 
Business perceptions of public private partnerships 
 
In general, there seems to be little identifiable, recent business opposition to the principle or 
practice of public private partnerships and, on the basis of the existence of a number of 
national associations created specifically to lobby for the use of these partnerships, 
substantial support for their use. The Canadian Council for Public-Private Partnerships, for 
example, lists ninety ‘Corporate Members’, including some of the largest corporations in 
Canada and its statement of objectives makes its support very clear, 
 
The Canadian Council for Public-Private Partnerships is: 
 
 A clearing house for knowledge and information with respect to public -
private partnership projects and developments in Canada,  
 An information exchange promoting dialogue between public and private 
sector participants and interest groups, 
 An advocate for public-private partnership development with decision-
makers at all levels of government in Canada,  
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 A sponsor of conferences, seminars and publications designed to 
increase the awareness of the benefits of public-private partnerships for 
all Canadians (Canadian Council for Public-Private Partnerships 1999). 
 
The National Council for Public Private Partnerships in the USA expresses almost identical 
views, describing its mission as  
 
…to advocate and facilitate the formation of public-private partnerships at the 
federal, state and local levels, where appropriate, and to raise the awareness of 
governments and businesses of the means by which their cooperation can cost 
effectively provide the public with quality goods, services and facilities (National 
Council for Public Private Partnerships 1999). 
 
It might be argued that statements such as these express the ideal, the goal, rather than the 
real world of government-business relationships. However, at least in part the actions of both 
business and not-for-profit organisations over recent years has been strongly supportive of 
this goal. In the USA, for example, the federal government changed the title of the influential 
National Performance Review, led by Vice-President Al Gore, to the National Partnership for 
Reinventing Government in 1998. Within the context of the Review the business sector 
stepped forward to play a significant role in the Review, taking up membership of at least 
twenty-eight federal executive boards and more than one hundred federal executive 
associations, working with state and local governments to help reinvent government 
(Kamensky 1999). 
 
While the evidence suggests that business is generally positive about partnerships, 
especially with the public sector, it is for a variety of motives. A case study of business 
motives in the Coventry and Warwickshire area of the UK found, for example, that  
 
Interviewees expressed a mix of reasons for their involvement in partnership, most 
powerfully the expectation of direct business benefit. Other motivations included: a chance to 
meet people in order to gather information about business opportunities; to lobby others 
about their own wants, needs and expectations; to be part of something, especially if the 
partnership is successful; a sense that this was something that they should do, having been 
invited to join; a wish to make a contribution; personal development.   (Department for 
Education and Employment 1997). 
 
Not for Profit Perceptions of Public Private Partnerships 
 
A variety of sub-types of partnership exist in this category, including relationships that are 
primarily philanthropic, with the public agency providing funds for a charity with relatively few 
conditions (although these are growing in number and stringency), attached to the use of the 
funds. The objective of the charity in entering such a relationship is clear - to gain resources 
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that will enable it to support its charitable endeavors or, on occasion, to gain access to 
networks and non-financial resources that support its work. It is clear, also, that most not for 
profits investigated by the author clearly realise that, in the context of rapid socio-economic 
change, the type and extent of relationships they will have with the public (and private), 
sector also will change.  
 
In a recent paper, for example, it was argued by the head of the National Corporate 
Partnerships Executive of Mission Australia, a charity with religious motivations, that 
government has dramatically changed the way that it conceives of its role. She noted that, 
under the tag of ‘reinventing government’, many governments in the developed world have 
changed their structures, ideologies and even basic sense of mission and that it would 
become harder and harder for governments anywhere in the world to sustain high levels of 
social welfare spending in this environment. She also felt that the objective of public sector 
agencies providing such funds was less clear, although usually it was focused on the belief 
that the provision of public funds will benefit those who are the subject of the charity’s 
attentions. It may be accompanied by less explicit beliefs as to the electoral value of being 
associated with well known and respected charities. She went on to argue that the 
introduction of 
 
 routine service tendering; 
 competitive pricing models; 
 outsourcing of government services; and 
 in many countries, a wholesale retrenchment of government social welfare funds 
 
meant that government had moved away from direct service delivery to a model of 
government as guarantor or facilitator of development, heavily influenced by managerialism 
(Tyler 1999). In this context it is interesting that Mission Australia felt that the notion of public 
private partnership was interesting but not an accurate descriptor of relations between a not 
for profit and the public sector. Rather, it was described as a commercial relationship, 
contractually based, achieved through increasingly competitive tendering systems between 
both for profit and not for profit organisations. 
 
In strong contrast, not for profits such as Mission Australia increasingly characterise their 
relationships with business as partnerships. Mission Australia, for example, has instituted a 
major strategic drive to build partnerships with corporations. Here, the initial motivation for 
Mission Australia, as Tyler put it, was ‘a response to financial crisis’, (Tyler 1999). In other 
words the public sector was not conceived of as a partner in this new world, but merely as a 
source, albeit an important source, of funds and as a promoter and facilitator. Prime Minister 
Howard’s promotion of community - business partnerships through his inaugural Business 
and Community Partnerships Awards, announced in March 1999, was noted as an example 
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of this promotional and facilitating role. This view was endorsed by the CEO of the 
Commonwealth government’s Office of Business and Community Partnerships and is 
discussed further below (Skinner, 2000). 
 
 
Issues and Research 
 
The above constitutes my initial findings in regard to the literature on ppp. It is by no means 
complete, but it is sufficiently thorough to warrant raising a number of issues and related 
suggestions for research, as detailed below. 
 
Research identified to date 
 
There is relatively little historical or systematic and empirical research that has been 
undertaken in this field. Much of that is of a case study nature, with little attempt to build up a 
broader, theoretical understanding. Most research has been conducted in the USA, although 
a small group at Sheffield Hallam University in the UK has conducted some work, together 
with a group at Erasmus University, Holland.  
 
I have not been able to identify any substantial research conducted in Australia regarding 
Australian ppp, other than case studies of particular programs, none of which are concerned 
primarily with the nature of ppp. In other words the field, at least in Australia and to a 
substantial extent overseas, represents an exciting and varied opportunity for research, 
including, to list just a few examples: 
 
 The IT export-oriented, ‘Partnerships for Development’, program, 
 The ‘Partnerships against Domestic Violence’ program,  
 The Business-Community Partnerships program initiated by John Howard  
 Partnerships in Rural Training, 
 National Landcare Program. 
 
A legal issue with the use of the term partnership 
 
On the basis of my reading of the literature I commenced this paper by defining ppp as: 
 
Agreed, cooperative ventures that involve at least one public and one private 
sector institution as partners. 
 
As my research progressed it became very clear that the concept was often used in a very 
loose fashion. In the legal sense a relationship with partnership status results in certain legal 
 
Program on Nonprofit Corporations            Working Paper No. PONC95 15 
implications, notably that partners may have a joint and several liability for the obligations of 
the partnership and that the action of any partner can bind the entire partnership (Kucera 
1998). As Kucera notes the term partnership thus should be used with discretion if the actors 
in a relationship are not intending that they should be liable for each others actions. If they 
mean that they are working together to provide, for example, a more efficient and economic 
service, but are not in a formal partnership, ‘…then it may be more prudent actually to say 
that, instead of using buzz words that may imply other meanings’ (Kucera 1998).  
 
Kucera’s point, with which I largely agree, raises another question. If the phrase ppp has 
legal implications which are often not intended, why do a wide variety of government 
representatives and leading business figures increasingly use the phrase? A number of 
answers come to mind. One, it is used as a euphemism to minimise antagonism from those 
who otherwise would regard ppp as a device to reduce the role of the state by contracting out 
or privatising functions they would prefer to see performed by state agencies. The change in 
name of the USA ‘The Privatization Council’, to that of ‘The National Council for Public 
Private Partnerships’, is a case in point. Two, it is used by some to symbolise the need to be 
pragmatic in the choice of sector and organisation for the achievement of various objectives, 
not merely to assume, in unquestioning fashion, that either the public or the private or the 
non-profit sector necessarily should be charged with their implementation. Three, it can be 
used largely without thought, by those with little knowledge of its meaning and implications! 
 
Operationalising the concept 
 
Kucera’s point also has implications for any attempt to undertaken serious, systematic, 
empirical research into ppp. That is, if the term is used so loosely to describe such a wide 
range of relationships, is there any value in its use? In particular, can a sufficiently precise 
definition be developed that would warrant its use as the key operational concept in further 
research? I think that it can be defined more precisely, particularly if we focus our attention 
on the notions of venture, relationship and agreement, as well as partnership, with 
partnership being simply a specific type of agreement, used in the legal sense of the term.  
 
At a simple, rather static level of analysis a public-private venture can be conceived of as an 
agreement and a related set of activities and actors (one of which must be from the public 
sector), engaged in the pursuit of objectives specified in the agreement. The agreement is a 
consequence of, or dependent upon, successful discussion between the parties, or actors. 
The actors, in their efforts to enter into a partnership, are motivated to promote desired and 
minimise undesired behaviour and consequences. The behaviour of the parties to the 
agreement that has been established is, or should be, dependent in part upon what has been 
specified in the agreement. The agreement is not the only variable influencing behaviour, but 
it can be an important determining variable. 
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In this sense pubic-private venture agreements may take any point on a ‘scale’ of such 
agreements. At the least they can be so insubstantial as barely to warrant being described as 
an agreement and will be regarded as such. The promise of a government minister and 
business association, for example, to work closely together in promoting national economic 
interests, might tend to be regarded as little more than a rhetorical or symbolic device, with 
little impact upon the behaviour of the minister or the business association. At the other 
extreme would be a detailed, legal contract between a government agency and a private 
party regarded as binding by both parties, where both constitute partners in the legal sense 
of the term. 
 
Possible Research Questions  
 
The literature that exists indicates a fertile field for research, with there being the opportunity 
for a major, national and international research project that could attempt to answer some, if 
not all of the following questions: 
 
 What is the prevalence of ppp, both over time and space? 
 What are the trends in the development and use of ppp, particularly factors 
stimulating their use, as opposed to the use of  ‘pure’ public or private organisations? 
 What are the most common types of ppp and why? 
 What are the major management issues faced by ppp? 
 What are the conditions necessary for a successful ppp? 
 Why do organisations join ppp? 
 How can the performance of a ppp be measured? 
 What has been the performance of ppp? 
 What is the most appropriate legal form for a ppp? 
 What type of contract should be established? 
 What type of person with what type of qualifications and experience should be 
involved in ppp? 
 What type of business should become involved in a ppp? 
 What are the conditions necessary for a successful ppp? 
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